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Foreword 


The text of this booklet, 
“Coming to Terms with Conflict,” 
was originally published as an 
article in Personnel Management 
magazine, London, England. Its 
contents are pertinent to the 
Canadian labour scene, and we 
feel it will be of considerable 
interest and value to persons 
engaged in the conducting of 
industrial relations. 

We wish to thank the 
publisher, Mercury House of 
Business Publications, and the 
author, Alan Fox, for granting 
permission to reprint the article in 
this form for the benefit of 
Canadian readers. 


K. P. DeWitt, 
Director, 
Union-Management 
Services Branch. 


Coming 
to terms 
with 
conflict 


The division of profits, technical 
innovation and bureaucratic 
hierarchies are just some of the 
factors which have made conflict 
between directors and their 
employees a legitimate and 
understandable feature of 
industrial life. This inevitability of 
conflict is a view which Alan Fox, 
author of this article, and other 
industrial relations academics have 
been putting forward for some 
time. 

However, it is because any 
sound IR policy must of necessity 
be based on an appreciation of the 
role of conflict that we have 
chosen this area of the industrial 
relations scene 


Alan Fox is at the Department of 
Social and Administrative Studies, 
University of Oxford 


Conflict plays a sufficiently 
unpleasant role in human affairs 
for the word to have little charm 
for most of us. For the business 
manager, seeking to produce the 
most effective or profitable 
outcome from the resources at his 
disposal, the very thought of 
conflict among his human 
resources, or between them and 
himself, may inspire dread. 
Moreover it may, for him have 
further significance of a personal 
kind. An awareness that in the 
lower ranks of the organization 
which he is paid to control there is 
disaffection, challenge, resentment 
and discontent can be frightening. 
What if they walk out and refuse 
to come back? A sudden feeling of 
vulnerability and dependence may 
descend, despite the fact that they 
may feel far more vulnerable and 
dependent in relation to him, 
whom they will quite certainly see 
as a person enjoying great reserves 
of power which he can use or not 
as he chooses. 

These are among the reasons 
why the manager may instinctively 
prefer a view of the business 
enterprise which denies or averts 
its eyes from the part played by 


conflict in the work organization. 
He may fear that a view which 
frankly recognizes conflict as a 
legitimate and understandable 
feature of industrial life may seem 
to encourage it. 

Should not all ‘responsible’ men 
bend their efforts towards 
discouraging the ‘two sides’ 
mentality, with its implication of 
management and men pitted 
against each other? Should they 
not join in deploring the talk of 
‘them’ and ‘us’, and promote 
instead a picture of the healthy 
enterprise as a unified team pulling 
together for a common objective, 
willingly accepting management 
leadership and authority giving 
loyalty to management alone? 

Given such a total commitment 
instead of the constant challenging 
of managerial authority, the 
offering of loyalty elsewhere, the 
fractious squabbling which throws 
up so much obstructionism and 
frustration for the manager, what 
could industry not achieve? ‘After 
all,’ said a prominent industrial 
figure in a television program: ‘we 
are all on the same side aren't we?’ 

This vision which haunts the 
manager of a lively, sympathetic 


and committed labour force, each 
of its members striving his utmost 
in the job for which his abilities 
and training best fit him, is in itself 
neither ridiculous nor in principle 
impossible. Keen willing effort and 
personal commitment in a 
common task is never ridiculous. 
Neither is it absent from industrial 
society today. But it is a fact of 
great significance that we are most 
likely to find it among relatively 
small groups doing work which 
requires the exercise of individual 
skill, judgement, responsibility and 
discretion. 

lf we find it among those doing 
humbler tasks they are likely to be 
employed by smaller businesses, 
where there is a more varied 
routine, perhaps a more personal 
relationship with the boss, and a 
somewhat less sophisticated 
pattern of relations. This is not to 
perpetuate the myth that small 
businesses are invariably 
harmonious, but merely to suggest 
that they offer a more likely 
environment for a personalized 
commitment to work. Many social 
observers, from Karl Marx onward, 
have noted that workers in small 
organizations are less likely to see 


their situation in ‘conflict’ terms 
than workers in big ones. 

And it is with this ‘conflict’ view 
that we are concerned here. Those 
who define their world in terms of 
two sides, ‘them’ and ‘us’, are 
already disposed to watch ‘them’ 
warily; are already alert to the 
probability that ‘they’ will take 
action prejudicial to ‘our’ interests. 

What makes the large work 
organization more vulnerable in 
this sense? A number of factors 
combine to make it likely that 
lower level employees of ‘big 
business’ will see their work 
situation in terms profoundly 
different from those in which 
management see their own. The 
large organization Is marked, for 
example, by great inequalities. 
Those at the top enjoy much 
greater power, far higher rewards, 
greatly superior status, many 
valuable perquisites and much 
more interesting work. Between 
them and the lower ranks lie 
several layers of hierarchical 
command and a battery of 
bureaucratic rules and regulations 
governing shop-floor and office 
behaviour. 


No community of 
Interest 


In such an environment it is easy 
for those at the bottom to feel 
they are being used by others for 
ends (and by means) which they 
have not chosen and about which 
they were not consulted. They 
simply do not feel they share a 
community of interest and values 
with those at the top. Certainly 
they will be aware that industry 
depends on many people of varied 
functions being co-ordinated, 
directed and controlled toward 
consciously-organized ends. But, 
because they are at the receiving 
end of all this co-ordination, 
direction, and control, and because 
they do no co-ordinating, 
directing, and controlling 
themselves, they are specially likely 
to feel that they must watch their 
own interests carefully in this 
process. 

Moreover, the very nature of 
their situations means that their 
concern is not in terms of 
long-range ‘career’ interests but 
short-range ‘job’ interests. Only for 
a small minority of lower-level 
employees can there realistically 


be said to be a promotion ladder 
beckoning them on to take a 
committed personal interest both 
in the firm and in its prospects. 

Given all this, perhaps the 
surprise is not that workers in 
modern, large-scale work 
organizations are as disaffected as 
they are, but that they are not far 
more so. The manager is apt to be 
unthinking of just how much the 
ordinary worker does legitimize 
and accept. He accepts extreme 
division of labour, uninteresting 
work, bureaucratic hierarchies 
which control and plan his 
working life and marked 
inequalities of reward and status. 
Beside these fundamental areas of 
acceptance, the issues of collective 
bargaining seem no more than 
marginal accommodations and 
adjustments. 


The manager's dream 


They naturally loom large, 
however, to the manager, who may 
succumb to the dream that if only 
he could generate the right kind of 
personal leadership, find the right 
personnel policies, adopt the right 
panacea being currently purveyed 
by trendy consultants, the 


hitherto-unexploited reservoir of 
willing commitment would at last 
be tapped. Whatever may be true 
for the management structure, his 
chance of arousing these responses 
at the bottom levels must be 
considered small. 

He may concede this, yet still 
ask: ‘Why should | not go on 
trying to combat the ‘conflict’ 
mentality? Why should | not go on 
trying to convince my employees 
that to see themselves as members 
of a team and myself as team 
leader is the only sensible 
constructive way of thinking about 
the enterprise? And to do this must 
| not go on talking and acting as if 
all this were true?—as if in fact we 
all were pursuing common 
objectives? Even if | seem to gain 
nothing from projecting this view, 
at least | shall lose nothing. And 
there is always the hope that in the 
long term | shall wean them away 
from the ‘them and us’ approach.’ 

It is doubtful, however, if this 
‘something to gain: nothing to 
lose’ philosophy is valid. Is there 
nothing to lose by urging upon 
employees, who hold a ‘conflict’ 
view, a philosophy and policy 
which assumes that the 


organization Is ‘really’ a 
co-operative harmony of interests? 
It seems probable that there is. 

The conflict view implies that 
management is regarded warily by 
its employees as having shown, by 
its past behaviour, that it pursues 
interests and objectives which are 
not necessarily identical with 
theirs. What is likely to be the 
effect when management, while 
continuing to act In ways which 
confirm this impression, talk as if 
their employees’ interests are in 
fact their own? At best this seems 
a doubtful basis on which to try to 
construct a relationship of trust 
and confidence. At worst it 
accentuates cynicism and distrust 
in ways which make mutual 
accommodation more rather than 
less difficult. 


Cool and analytical 


And this leads on to the key 
point. The model of how to run a 
large business enterprise seems 
likely to become less and less that 
of striking a Napoleonic stance of 
charismatic leadership at the head 
of a unified mass army. The 
growing need of the future will be 
for cool analytical minds, 


representing the various employee 
and managerial groups of the 
enterprise, negotiating the terms 
and understandings of their 
collaboration. 

The certainty of increasing 
unionization among white- as well 
as blue-collar employees ensures 
the growing complexity of this 
task. Images of team harmony and 
rallying cries do not seem a useful 
mental and attitudinal framework 
with which to approach it. Not 
only are present prospects 
prejudiced; those of the even more 
taxing future will be at risk if 
young managers are, however 
unwittingly, trained in a set of 
attitudes inappropriate to the tasks 
confronting them. 

The alternative perspective 
recommends, then, that 
management be systematically 
alert to situations where employee 
groups define their position in 
certain respects as one of divergent 
interests, and see such situations as 
legitimate developments with 
which they must fully come to 
terms. This frank acceptance of a 
conflict view (where employees 
hold it) may well offer 
management certain positive 


advantages over trying to blur or 
camouflage reality with an 
ideology of ‘harmony’ and ‘team 
Spirit’. | 

Management will gain deeper 
insight into group grievances, and 
by understanding them better will 
be better equipped to make 
rational decisions about them. 
Such grievances, if left festering 
beneath the surface, can do more 
damage through turnover, 
absenteeism, indifferent 
performance and quiet 
obstructionism than if they are 
brought into the open and 
resolved through compromise or 
through a new arrangement which 
serves both sets of interests. 

Fear, insecurity, jealousy, distrust 
and group rivalry are not dispelled 
by simply being ignored or 
covered up by a pretence of 
common interests where these do 
not exist. Rather do they spread as 
a result of never being 
systematically examined and their 
causes dealt with. More and more 
it is being urged that, in the large 
complex organizations of today, 
the skills of ‘conflict management’ 
are necessary to efficient 
management. 


All this is immediately pertinent 
to the problem at which this series 
of articles is directed: the need for 
companies to work hard and 
urgently at evolving or refining an 
industrial relations strategy. 
Tackling issues piecemeal under 
the pressures and exigencies of the 
moment is not always avoidable in 
the volatile conditions of 
present-day business life, but 
success in managing the complex 
and sometimes turbulent coalition 
that constitutes the modern 
business enterprise is measured by 
the extent to which improvisation 
is contained and controlled within 
a coherent strategy. 

Such a strategy must include a 
basic philosophy to serve as the 
foundation for consistent 
principles which, though they may 
sometimes have to be bent, are not 
allowed to become permanently 
swamped by short-term pressures. 
This article has already indicated a 
preference in respect of the 
general orientation of such a 
philosophy. But this preference 
needs, perhaps, spelling out; above 
all it needs to be supported with a 
rationale which makes sense of It. 


First of all, however, we need to 
dispose of possible misunder- 
standings. Some surround the 
concept of conflict itself. Many 
managers, as we saw at the outset, 
have a distaste for the word which 
leads them to avoid using it. The 
reason for this extreme reaction is 
sometimes that conflict is taken to 
mean a knock-down, drag-out 
fight involving loss, suffering, and 
waste. It may be less menacing 
when taken to refer to what is by 
far its prevalent expression in 
industry—that is, the manifestation 
of ‘conflicting’ interests which are 
resolved peacefully. 


Conflict in the family 


To urge the reality of conflict in 
this sense is to describe the 
situation in which, for example, a 
family finds itself when the only 
warm living-room is claimed by 
father who wants to watch 
television, mother who hopes to 
read, son struggling with 
homework and daughter with her 
transistor permanently tuned to 
the pop channel. Such situations 
are normally resolved without 
bloodshed. Solutions come easier 
and ulcers are fewer, however, if it 


is recognized by all that the 
members each have their own 
special claims which must be 
taken seriously. 

Sometimes a simple compromise 
will be appropriate whereby each 
member gets something of what 
he wants, but is conscious of 
having to yield something to the 
claims of others. On other 
occasions one member may have a 
bright idea which enables the 
family to transcend the present 
limited compromise with a 
solution which enables everyone 
to get more of what he wants. 
Suppose they jointly clear out the 
unused box-room upstairs and 
make more space available? Of 
course if bigger houses were being 
built at rents they could afford 
their problem would be 
completely solved, but they are 
dependent for this solution upon 
powerful agencies outside the 
family; they cannot cope with it 
themselves. 

But there is one general 
proposition we can make with 
confidence about this family’s 
efforts to cope with its conflicts. If 
even one member labours under 
the unrealistic illusion that the 


family situation ought to be one of 
perpetual sweetness and light; 
where loving harmony prevails and 
no voice is ever raised against 
another; and where conflict and 
dispute represent unhealthy 
betrayals of family loyalty and 
ideals—then its problems will be 
magnified and infused with even 
greater mutual bafflement, obscure 
emotions, and reproachful tears. 

A further elucidation needs to 
be made as to the degree and 
intensity of these perceptions of 
conflicting interests. Top 
management is not faced with an 
‘either—or’ situation among its 
subordinates in the sense that they 
all take either a total-conflict view 
or a total-harmony view. Certainly 
it is possible to identify groups 
somewhere near these extremes. 

At one end of the scale there 
will be the near-colleagues of top 
management who, for the most 
part, do see themselves as ‘on the 
same side’. They do jobs which, 
through embodying a large 
measure of individual autonomy, 
judgement and responsibility, 
enable them to identify with their 
work, and they are treated as 
fellow-members of the high-status 
fraternity. 


At the other end there may be a 
group of craftsmen, steeped in 
their craft culture.and tempered by 
many past struggles with 
management whose conflict-view 
is so extreme that they 
automatically define any interest 
pursued by higher authority as 
antipathetic to their own. 

In between these extremes lie 
most groups, some of whom have 
developed a conflict-view which 
may be mildly or harshly defined 
but in any case.stops far short of 
the extreme; others of whom are 
just beginning to make the 
transition from a harmony-view to 
a conflict-view and may be 
accordingly difficult to assess. 

These differing groups call for 
differing types of approach by top 
management and, along with the 
different approaches, different 
languages. It would be absurd to 
discuss the personal claims and 
aspirations of, say, middle 
managers on the assumption that 
they work to a conflict-view in 
relation to their seniors (though 
we cannot conclude that such an 
assumption will never be 
appropriate). But, as our focus of 
concern moves lower down the 


hierarchy, top management has to 
accept the increasing probability 
that the prevailing perspective 
diverges significantly from its own. 
Harmony views begin shading into 
conflict views. At this point, if it is 
to communicate convincingly and 
honestly, management must work 
to a philosophy and a perspective 
which accords with that of the 
groups concerned. 

Here we may explore this 
perspective a little further. It has to 
be admitted that the lower ranks 
often hold a view of the 
managerial role more brutally 
honest than some managers are 
prepared to permit themselves. 
How often does there emerge from 
management sources such 
exhortations and assurances as 
‘trust the company’: ‘we have your 
interests at heart’; ‘co-operate with 
us by giving us a free hand to 
make the right decisions and the 
company will have more wealth to 
distribute’! As many workers see it, 
management has no right to adopt 
such a stance, for It simply is not 
in a position to validate the 
implied claim that it can govern 
the workers in a way which is in 
their interests. 


Diversity of pressures 


It does not take much 
experience of the shop-floor 
worm’s-eye view to realize that top 
management comes under a 
diversity of pressures of which 
employee claims and expectations 
constitute only one set. Even if 
management had to take only 
these into account it would face 
problems enough. Production 
worker and ancillary worker; craft 
group and craft group; blue-collar 
and white-collar; technician and 
clerk; supervised and supervisor; 
line and staff; all represent 
different expressions of that 
eternal, constantly reopened 
question so central to our 
competitive, acquisitive, money 
and status-hungry society: ‘Who 
gets what?’ Even this statement is 
inadequate, for men are also 
hungry for what they define as 
‘fairness’, arguably the most 
explosive concept in industrial 
relations. 


Anyone wishing to get a sense of 
its importance should put to 
himself a practical example. Let 
him visualize being told by his 
superior that, while colleagues are 


to receive a salary increase of $400, 
he is to receive $500 in recognition 
of his exceptional contribution. 
We would expect to see a fairly 
cheerful mood. Then let him 
imagine being told that he is to get 
$700, and subsequently discovering 
that his colleagues are getting 
$800. We would expect this 
situation to evoke a certain 
moroseness. What is he aggrieved 
about? The temptation is to say 
money. But this 1s obviously 
incorrect, since he would probably 
be more cheerful with the $500 
than with the $700. The thing that 
he is aggrieved about is fairness. 


If we all used the same 
definition of fairness the problem 
of how to distribute rewards 
would be much simplified, but it is 
clear that we do not. The manager 
who devised the distribution 
referred to above was no doubt 
convinced he was being fair, 
though the less-favoured were 
convinced otherwise. Not for 
nothing are ‘differentials’ one of 
the most sensitive areas of 
industrial relations. 


Outside considerations 


However, in the eyes of any one 
group of employees, top 
management Is seen to have many 
additional pressures bearing upon 
it as well as pressures from other 
groups of employees. Consumers 
may be able to go elsewhere if the 
price, quality, or delivery date is 
not right. Suppliers may be able to 
press their claims effectively. The 
shareholder interest hardly needs 
emphasizing. Governments are apt 
to have opinions about wage 
concessions, price levels, location 
of new plants, and company 
taxation. The local community has 
its own stake, perhaps, in 
minimizing pollution of the 
atmosphere or water supply. 
Technology changes: some markets 
dwindle while others boom; some 
parts of the company call for 
contraction, while others call for 
additional investment. 

The point of making these 
statements of the obvious is simply 
to illustrate the shaky grounds on 
which management stands if it 
appeals to its lower ranks: ‘Trust 
us’. They dare not. They are, in the 
last resort, expendable and they 


know it. This is nothing to do with 
managers ‘grinding the faces of the 
poor’. It has to do with the fact 
that, in industrial society, labour is 
a commodity and is used or 
discarded accordingly. 
Management is never justified in 
claiming to govern in the interests 
of the workers, for it is subject to 
too many other claims and 
pressures to be able to do so. 

Neither must we carry away 
from this picture a conception of 
top management as standing 
God-like above the battle, 
dispensing an even-handed justice 
among the various claimants. It is 
itself a claimant, with its own 
aspirations about money, status, 
and power. In seeking to 
accommodate the diverse 
pressures to which it is subject, 
management’s choices are unlikely 
to be deliberately designed to 
frustrate its own interests. 

It is out of this complex pattern 
of shifting forces and changing 
environments, public pressures and 
private fears, world markets and 
weekly house-keeping bills, driving 
ambitions and cravings for security, 
that the issues of industrial 
relations are generated. A high-cost 


plant is closed down ‘in order to 
rationalize production on the more 
efficient units’, and a thousand 
men are on the dole, their living 
standard cut by two-thirds. A new 
machine system is introduced ‘to 
keep costs down’: and men fear 
redundancy and their supervisors a 
loss of status. A new pay system is 
devised ‘to reassert control over 
inflationary wage drift’, and men 
fear a pegging of earnings and 
their shop stewards a loss of 
influence. A productivity 
agreement is proposed ‘for 
everyone’s benefit’; and craft 
groups ponder the wisdom of 
surrendering work practices which, 
once lost, can never be recovered. 
Given the nature of our society, 
this is how things are and this is 
how they will remain. The 
individual manager, responding to 
the values and pressures of that 
society, can hardly be expected to 
feel guilt-ridden if he feels 
compelled to take action clearly 
prejudicial to his employees’ 
interests, provided he takes the 
appropriate measures to consult, 
explain, negotiate, and cushion the 
shock. But if he is happy to suck 
the sugar of this reassurance he 


must not flinch at swallowing the 
pill. And the pill is, of course, that 
since he cannot claim to govern in 
their interests he must not be 
surprised, resentful, or morally 
outraged if they take forceful steps 
to protect themselves and, indeed, 
if they get the chance, to push 
their luck hard in order to offset 
the times when fortunes are less 
kind. 

In many respects this may seem 
a somewhat charmless way in 
which to organize ourselves for 
work. It is, however, part of the 
price we pay for material 
abundance, and the only ones so 
far to despise that appear to be 
those with little personal 
experience of deprivation. It is easy 
to be lofty about the world-wide 
emphasis on pursuing material 
abundance If one already has one’s 
two-car garage, wall-to-wall 
carpeting and colour television. 

Perhaps it is worth suggesting, in 
passing, that we leave to the 
leader-writers and ‘television 
personalities’ those loaded phrases 
about workers ‘pursuing their own 
selfish sectional interests’: ‘holding 
the country to ransom’, and the 
like. The misfortune of wage 


earners is that when they bring 
pressure to bear in support of their 
claims the process is a very visible 
and public spectacle. Others more 
fortunately placed can use their 
power in private and without 
raising such a rumpus. Neither 
should we make too free with 
moral charges about ‘material 
greed’. We live in an acquisitive 
pressure-group society which 
exhorts us to get and to spend. ... 


Distortion and prejudice 


These points are made in no 
contentious spirit, but in the belief 
that established myths which 
single out wage earners and their 
unions for moral criticism help to 
confuse issues, distort 
understanding, and prejudice 
solutions. We can help ourselves a 
great deal in our conduct of 
industrial relations by clearing our 
mental equipment of self-flattering 
conventions of this sort. We will 
also help ourselves, perhaps, to 
think clearly about the society in 
which we live. 
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